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Preface

Introduction to literature of English: Reading, Explicating,
and Responding Critically is a unique book . Not only of selected
readings, the book is also a comprehensive guide to explicating and
responding to literature. From my own experience of teaching litera-
ture, I have found that almost everybody who studies literature ex-
periences the same problem: how to explicate and respond to the
text. It is perfectly possible for students of English and of literature
to read a story or a poem over and over again and yet still to feel baf-
fled and at loss as to what to say about it. One way of solving this
problem, of course, is to go to the library, look it up in some refer-
ence books and be ready to accept someone else’s view of the text.
But how much rewarding it would be if they could work out their
own critical response to any work they choose or are required to
study.

The aim of this book is to help them develop their critical skills
by offering a variety of original texts, explaining some basic ele-
ments of literature, and providing some practical models and advice
to read, understand, analyze and respond to literature critically.
The mastery of this skill can teach them never to take for granted; it
can also develop within their critical skills, incisive thinking, and a
sense of judgement. Learning the complexities expressed in the brief
form of a poem, for instance, can teach them to look for the details
in simple things. Each chapter provides them with a major subject
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and a clear method of study so that they can see how to set about
tackling texts on their own. It also attempts to provide them with
some broad ideas about the kind of texts they are likely to be study-
ing and some ideas about how to think about literature. It then
shows them how to apply these ideas in helping them construct their
own analysis and interpretation.

The book is not an exhaustive one , and is not intended to the
student a general coverage of major authors; rather, it is designed to
expose them to the major literary genre—fiction, poetry and dra-
ma—and to some masters of language. The usual topics and terms of
literary scholarship are discussed, such as plot, character, point of
view, figurative language, symbolism, irony, form and style, and
so forth. In addition, the book also pays some attention to represen-
tative, basic sub — genres (the sonnet and the tragedy, as exam-
ples) in order better to understand the demands of artistic form. My
hope is that although this book is, on the whole, intended to serve a
practical purpose, it may also enrich their enjoyment of literature by
making them more confident readers, alert to the interest and plea-

sure to be derived from literary texts.

Xuxin Deng
2002. 1
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Fiction

Chapter 1 Plot

Although an independent part of all fiction and drama, whether
in prose or verse, plot is a concept about which there has been much
disagreement. Aristotle called it “the first principle” and “the soul of
a tragedy. "He called it “the imitation of an action” and also “the ar-
rangement of the incidents.” The action imitated should be “a
whole” —that is, it should have a beginning, a middle and an end. A
plot, Aristotle maintained, should have unity, that is, imitating one
whole action. He disliked episodic plots, “in which the acts succeed
one another without probable or necessary sequence. ”

E. M. Forster made a helpful distinction between story and
plot. A story is “a narrative of events in their time-sequence. A plot
is also a narrative of events, the emphasis falling on causality.” A
story arouses only curiosity; a plot demands intelligence and me-
mory . Thus plotting is the process of converting story into plot, of
changing a chronological arrangement of incidents into a causal and
inevitable arrangement. Thus functioning of some kind of intelligent
overview of ACTION, which establishes principles of selection and

relationship among EPISODES, make a plot. Clearly there must be
1



more than one episode, and equally clearly the relation among the
episodes must be close. Out of the welter of experience, a selection of
episodes is made that in itself constitutes a “whole” action.

Critics, particularly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
have quarreled with Aristotle’s assigning plot the chief place in a
dramatic composition, and have insisted that CHARACTER and
CHARACTERIZATION are more important, the plot being merely
a “mechanical means” by which a STRUCTURE designed to display
CHARACTERS is arranged. Based on their arguments, we might
tentatively formulate a definition like this: Plot is an intellectual for-
mulation about the relations among the incidents of a DRAMA or a
NARRATIVE, for EPISODES do not in themselves make a plot,
the plot lies in relations among episodes. To define plot as an intellec-
tual formulation is to define it as formulation of incidents—CHAR-
ACTERS and ACTIONS—and how they relate.

Since the plot consists of CHARACTERS performing actions in
incidents that comprise a “single, whole, and complete” ACTION,
this relation involves CONFLICT between opposing forces. CON-
FLICT is the struggle that grows out of the interplay of the two op-
posing forces in a plot. CONFLICT provides interest, suspense, and
tension. At least one of the opposing forces is usually a person, or, if
an animal or an inanimate object, is treated as though it were a per-
son. This person, usually the PROTAGONIST, may be involved in
CONFLICTS of four different kinds: (1) a struggle against nature,
as in Jack London’s “To Build a Fire”;(2) a struggle against an-
other person, usually the ANTAGONIST, as in Stevenson’ s
“Treasure Island” ;(3) a struggle against society, as in the novels

of Dickens and George Eliot;or (4) the struggle against fate or des-
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tiny. However, we seldom find a simple, single CONFLICT in a
Plot, but rather a complex one involving two or more of the preced-
ing elements. For example, the basic CONFLICT in Hamlet may be
interpreted as a struggle within Hamlet himself, but it is certainly
also a struggle against his uncle as ANTAGONIST and even a strug-
gle against nature and destiny. Dreiser’s  Sister Carrie” records a
girl’s struggle against society, as represented by the city, and yet it
is also a struggle against her animal nature and even partly with her-
self. CONFLICT, in short, is the raw material out of which Plot is
constructed. Without conflict, without composition, plot does not
exist. This opposing force knits one incident to another and develops
the struggle. This struggle between the forces, moreover, comes to a
high tension in some one incident—the CRISIS; and then comes to
the highest tension in that incident—the CLIMAX—that forms the
turning point of the STORY. In this climactic EPISODE the RIS-
ING ACTION comes to an end and the FALLING ACTION be-
gins; and as a result of this incident some DENOUEMENT or
CATASTROPHE is bound to follow.

In brief, the Plot of a story usually has this structure:;

1. Exposition—setting forth of the initial situation or setting
the scene, including the introduction of the main characters and any
other background information.

2. Conflict—a complication that moves to a climax.

3. Denouement—the outcome of the conflict or the resolution
or“the untying of the knot”.

This structure might be demonstrated as follows:

Let us look at the Grimm brothers’ tale “ Godfather Death” .

The tale has a beginning, a middle, and an end. It begins with an
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Climax

Exposition

EXPOSITION. The exposition is brief—all in the opening para-
graph: the unfolding of a dramatic situation (a poor man with many
children to feed), the introduction of the main characters (besides
the poor man, we have God, Devil and Death) and some other
background information that we need in order to understand and
care about the events to follow. The middle section of the story be-
gins with the second paragraph in which Death gives the herb to the
boy and warns the boy not to defy him and ends with the fourth
paragraph in which the doctor defies his godfather for a second time.
This section is a COMPLICATION in which the son and not the
father is to be central human character of the story (the son as the
protagonist and the godfather as the antagonist). It provides some
basic elements of the RISING ACTION before the action moves to
the CLIMAX. The statement “But take care not to use the herb

against my will or it could be the worst for you” (see the second
paragraph)may serve both as a WARNING and a FORESHADOW-
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ING. In the third paragraph, SUSPENSE is created among the
readers ( Will the doctor triumphs over Death? Does the doctor
stand any chance against such a superman? What will be the out-
come of his defiance?) When SUSPENSE goes, a CRISIS comes
(The doctor defies his godfather for the first time) and at the end of
this paragraph another WARNING or FORESHADOW ING appears
(“...but if you ever dare do such a thing again, you put your own
head in the noose and it is you I shall carry away with me.”) In the
fourth paragraph, another CRISIS is produced ( The doctor cheats
his godfather for a second time.) CLIMAX comes with the last
paragraph, which is the moment of greatest tension at which the
OUTCOME is to be decided and finally comes DENOUEMENT in
which Death allows the little candle to go out and “the doctor sank
to the ground and had himself fallen into the hands of death.” And

the story ends with Death’s triumphing over the doctor.

Jakob Grimm (1785—1863) and
Wilhelm Grimm (1786—1859)

Godfather Death

Translated by Lore Segal

A poor man had twelve children and worked night and day just
to get enough bread for them to eat. Now when the thirteenth came
into the world, he did not know what to do and in his misery ran

out onto the great highway to ask the first person he met to be
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godfather. The first to come along was God, and he already knew
what it was that weighed on the man’s mind and said, “Poor man,
I pity you.I will hold your child at the font and I will look after it
and make it happy upon earth. ”“Who are you?” asked the man. “I
am God.”“Then I don’t want you for a godfather,” the man said.
“You give to the rich and let the poor go hungry. " That was how the
man talked because he did not understand how wisely God shares out
wealth and poverty, and thus he turned from the Lord and walked
on. Next came the Devil and said, “What is it you want? If you let
me be godfather to your child, T will give him gold as much as he

6

can use, and all the pleasures of the world besides. ”“Who are you?”
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asked the man. “I am the Devil. "“Then I don’ t want you for a god-
father,” said the man. “You deceive and mislead mankind.” He
walked on and along came spindle-legged Death striding toward him
and said, “Take me as godfather.”The man asked, “Who are you?”
“I am Death who makes all men equal.” Said the man, “Then
you’re the one for me; you take rich and poor without distinction.
You shall be godfather.” Answered Death: “I will make your child
rich and famous, because the one who has me for a friend shall want
for nothing. "The man said, “Next Sunday is the baptism. Be there
in good time. "Death appeared as he had promised and made a per-
fectly fine godfather.

When the boy was of age, the godfather walked in one day,
told him to come along, and led him out into the woods. He showed
him an herb which grew there and said, “This is your christening
gift. I shall make you into a famous doctor. When you are called to a
patient’s bedside I will appear and if I stand at the sick man’s head

you can boldly say that you will cure him and if you give him some
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of this herb he will recover. But if I stand at the sick man’s feet,
then he is mine, and you must say there is no help for him and no
doctor on this earth could save him. But take care not to use the herb
against my will or it could be the worse for you.”

It wasn't long before the young man had become the most fa-
mous doctor in the whole world. “He looks at a patient and right
away he knows how things stand, whether he will get better or if
he’s going to die. " That is what they said about him, and from near
and far the people came, took him to see the sick, and gave him so
much money he became a rich man. Now it happened! that the king
fell ill. The doctor was summoned to say if he was going to get well.
When he came to the bed, there stood Death at the feet of the sick
man, so that no herb on earth could have done him any good. If 1
could only just this once outwit Death! thought the doctor. He'll be
annoyed, I know, but I am his godchild and he’s sure to turn a
blind eye.I’ll take my chance. And so he lifted the sick man and laid
him the other way around so that Death was standing at his head.
Then he gave him some of the herb and the king began to feel better
and was soon in pesfect health. But Death came toward the doctor,
his face dark and angry, threatened him with raised forefinger, and
said, “You have tricked me. This time I will let it pass because you
are my godchild, but if you ever dare do such a thing again, you
put your own head in the noose and it is you I shall carry away with
me. "

Soon after that, the king’s daughter lapsed into a deep illness.
She was his only child, he wept day and night until his eyes failed
him and he let it be known that whoever saved the princess from

death should become her husband and inherit the crown. When the
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